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(57) ABSTRACT

An expandable and collapsible enclosure 1s provided for a
garment refreshing appliance. The appliance has at least
either a top or a bottom rgid housing structure. The enclosure

comprises a wall structure extending substantially an entire
height of the enclosure. The wall structure 1s made of a flex-
ible material. An opening i1s provided in the wall structure
through which garments can be introduced 1nto or removed
from the enclosure. A zipper 1s attached at the opening to
selectively open and close the opening. A snap attachment
mechanism 1s located at either or both of the top and a bottom
of the wall structure for securing the wall structure to the top
and/or bottom rigid housing structures.

9 Claims, 4 Drawing Sheets
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EXPANDABLE/COLLAPSIBLE ENCLOSURE
FOR A CLOTHES REFRESHER

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application 1s a divisional of U.S. patent application
Ser. No. 10/852,738, filed on May 24, 2004, which applica-

tion 1s hereby incorporated by reference.

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION

The present invention relates to garment treating apparatus
and more particularly to an enclosure for an apparatus used
for cleaning, deodorizing and de-wrinkling garments 1n the
presence ol an air tlow.

The prior art provides various devices for use 1n cleaning,
deodornizing and de-wrinkling garments or clothes items
which are preferably not washed using conventional full
water immersion wash processes. Past efforts have focused
on clothes treating enclosures and apparatus which are
designed to clean and refresh garments by employing an air
stream, which may be heated, and including other air borne
additives such as steam or a conditioming fluid. For example,
U.S. Pat. No. 3,752,373 discloses a portable wardrobe
refresher utilizing a clothes transporting bag having a rigid
frame with flexible wall portions and rigid wall portions
forming the enclosure. An arrangement 1s provided for circu-
lating steam or hot air throughout the enclosure.

U.S. Pat. No. 6,189,346 discloses a clothes treating appa-
ratus 1n which air 1s recirculated within the enclosure and over
the clothes and a conditioning fluid 1s dispensed into the air
stream.

U.S. Pat. No. 3,869,815 discloses a garment finishing
apparatus in which a blower 1s used to recirculate a flow of air
within a cabinet and vent hole 1s provided 1n the blower outlet
side of the motor to allow a portion, e.g., 10%, of the air
entering the blower inlet to exhaust to the atmosphere to
facilitate removal of moisture from the cabinet interior.
Cracks 1n the cabinet due to the imperfect sealing of the door
with the cabinet opening permit make-up air to enter the
cabinet interior to avoid creation of a significant vacuum 1n
the cabinet interior.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

In an embodiment, the present invention provides an
expandable and collapsible enclosure for a garment refresh-
ing appliance. The appliance has at least either a top or a
bottom rigid housing structure. The enclosure comprises a
wall structure extending substantially an entire height of the
enclosure. The wall structure 1s made of a flexible material.
An opening 1s provided in the wall structure through which
garments can be introduced into or removed from the enclo-
sure. A zipper 1s attached at the opening to selectively open
and close the opening. A snap attachment mechanism 1s
located at either or both of the top and a bottom of the wall
structure for securing the wall structure to the top and/or
bottom rigid housing structures.

In an embodiment, the wall structure 1s formed of a mate-
rial which 1s substantially air tight.

In an embodiment, the opening extends along a majority of
a height of the wall structure.

In an embodiment, the zipper 1s constructed to provide a
substantially air tight seal for the opening.
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In an embodiment, the snap attachment mechanism pro-
vides a substantially air tight seal between the wall structure

and the top and/or bottom rigid housing structures.

In an embodiment, the snap attachment mechamsm 1s
located at both the top and bottom of the wall structure for
securing the wall structure to both the top and bottom rigid
housing structure.

In an embodiment, the zipper 1s provided with a position
detecting mechanism to detect whether the zipper 1s 1n a fully
closed position.

In an embodiment, the zipper includes an enlarged pull tab.

In an embodiment, the wall structure includes a passage for
receiving and guiding electrical wires along a height of the
wall structure.

In an embodiment, the snap attachment mechanism com-
prises an extruded plastic member.

In an embodiment, at least one of the top and bottom rigid
housing structures includes a space sized sulficiently large to
receive the wall structure of the enclosure 1n a collapsed form.

In an embodiment, the zipper 1s configured to provide a
door type component in the wall structure, wherein the door
type component can be folded open to expose an interior of
the enclosure.

In an embodiment, the door type component 1s provided
with an attachment mechanism with which the door type
component can be secured to a portion of the enclosure to
retain the door type component 1n an open position.

In an embodiment, an expandable and collapsible enclo-
sure for a garment refreshing appliance 1s provided, compris-
ing a wall structure extending substantially an entire height of
the enclosure, the wall structure comprising a flexible mate-
rial. An opening 1s provided in the wall structure through
which garments can be introduced nto or removed from the
enclosure. A zipper 1s attached at the openming to selectively
open and close the opening.

In an embodiment, a method 1s provided for operating a
clothes refresher device having a refreshing mechanism and
an flexible enclosure secured to a top member comprising the
steps ol expanding the flexible enclosure structure by lifting
the top member to a raised position, introducing a garment
into an interior of the enclosure structure through an opening
in the enclosure structure, closing the opening in the enclo-
sure structure, operating the refreshing mechanism, opening
the opening in the enclosure structure, removing the garment
from the enclosure, and collapsing the flexible enclosure
structure by lowering the top member to a lowered position.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWING

FIG. 1 1s a front elevational view of a clothes refreshing
appliance with an enclosure in an expanded condition
embodying the principles of the present invention.

FIG. 2 15 a side elevational view of the clothes refreshing
appliance of FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 1s a rear elevational view of the clothes refreshing
appliance of FIG. 1.

FIG. 4 1s a front elevational view of the enclosure embody-
ing the principles of the present invention 1n 1solation.

FIG. $ 1s a side elevational view of the enclosure of FIG. 4.

FIG. 6 1s an enlarged, partial cross sectional view of the
attachment arrangement between the enclosure and the top
structure of the appliance.

FIG. 7 1s a plan view of the enclosure of FIG. 4.

FIG. 8 1s a front elevational view of the clothes refreshing
appliance of FIG. 1 1n a collapsed condition of the enclosure.

FIG. 9 15 a side elevational view of the clothes refreshing
appliance of FIG. 1 1n a collapsed condition of the enclosure.
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FI1G. 10 1s aplan view of the clothes refreshing appliance of
FIG. 1 1n a collapsed condition of the enclosure.

FIG. 11 1s an exploded perspective view of the clothes
refreshing appliance of FIG. 1.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED
EMBODIMENT

As 1llustrated 1n FIGS. 1-7, the present invention provides
an expandable and collapsible enclosure 20 for a garment
refreshing appliance 22. The appliance 22 has at least either a
top 24 or a bottom 26 rigid housing structure. The enclosure
20 comprises a wall structure 30 extending substantially an
entire expanded height H of the enclosure. The height H ot the
enclosure can vary through a wide range, such as between 2
and 6 feet, however, preferably the height 1s between 272 and
S feet, and may be around 3 feet tall and be able to accom-
modate nearly all garments without requiring more than a
single fold of the garment as 1t 1s hanging within the structure,
and with most garments hanging without folding. The wall
structure 30 1s made of a flexible matenal, for example a
nylon polyamide. In some embodiments, the nylon, or other
flexible material, may have a coating, such as polyurethane, to
improve the imperviousness of the wall structure 30, such as
to make the material of the wall structure substantially air or
moisture tight. For example, the material may be imperme-
able to the passage of air molecules up to a pressure differ-
ential of 5 atmospheres from the interior to the exterior of the
enclosure maternial. In other embodiments, the impermeabil-
ity of the wall structure 30 1s not critical or necessary, and thus
no coating material need be applied to the material of the wall
structure.

An opening 32 1s provided in the wall structure 30 through
which garments can be introduced nto or removed from the
enclosure 20. Although the opening 32 illustrated 1s 1n the
form of the curved portion of a capital D shape, other shapes
for the opening may be used. Generally, the opening 32
should be large enough to introduce garments without folding
them more than they are (if they are at all), and 1n most
embodiments of the invention, the opeming has a height H'
which 1s at least one half of the height H of the wall structure.

In embodiments where the opening 32 has a shape gener-
ally such as shown, the opening will define a door type com-
ponent 31 which can be moved to an open position to allow
entry of the garment into the interior of the enclosure 20, such
as by folding or pivoting along a line defined by the ends of
the opening. In such an embodiment, the door type compo-
nent 31 may be provided with an attachment mechanism 33
with which the door type component can be secured to a
portion of the enclosure 20 to retain the door type component
in an open position. The attachment mechanism 33, which
may be formed 1n two mating components, would generally
have one component 33a secured to the door type component
31 and another component 335 secured to the wall structure,
such that the two components would mate when the door type
component 1s 1n the open position. Such mating components
could be a hook and loop type fastener, a magnetic type
fastener, a button and loop type fastener, or any other known
type of releasable and resecurable type fastener.

A zipper 34, which may include an easily graspable pull tab
35, 1s attached at the opening 32 to selectively open and close
the opening. The term zipper as used herein 1s meant to
include a variety of openable and reclosable closure mecha-
nisms including a series of interlocking teeth arranged along,
the length of the opeming, an mterlocking ridge and groove
arrangement, such as in a zip-lock bag, hook and loop fasten-
ing strips or discrete and separated pieces, magnetically co-
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attractive strips or individual elements, and similar openable
and reclosable elements, including those operated by means
of a movable element which slides along the length of the
closure mechanism, or by means of manual manipulation of
the user.

In an embodiment, the zipper 34 1s constructed to provide
a substantially air tight seal for the opening 32. For example,
the zipper may have teeth formed of a continuous coil plastic
material. In an embodiment, the zipper 34 1s provided with a
position detecting mechanism 36 to detect whether the zipper
1s 1n a fully closed position. For example, the position detect-
ing mechanism 36 may comprise a proximity switch 38, such
as a magnetically operated reed switch. In such an embodi-
ment, a magnet 40 may be carried on a body 42 of the zipper
34, and the magnetically operated proximity switch 38 may
be provided near a closed end of the opening 32, or vice versa,
such that the switch 38 will change states, between open and
closed, when the zipper 1s moved fully to the closed position
of the opening. The switch 38 may be connected to a control
44 for the clothes refresher appliance 22 such that operation
of the clothes refresher will not be enabled whenever the
zipper 34 1s not 1n the fully closed position. This will prevent
operation of the clothes refresher 22, which 1n some operating
modes, may include the circulation of gasses, mists or other
carriers which contain malodorous or potentially harmiul
chemicals.

A snap attachment mechamism 46 1s located at either or

both of a top 48 and a bottom 50 of the wall structure 30 for
securing the wall structure 30 to the top 24 and/or bottom 26
rigid housing structures. As an example, as shown 1n detail in
FIG. 6, the snap attachment mechanism 46 may comprise an
extruded an extruded plastic member 52 which is secured to
the top 48 and/or the bottom 50 of the wall structure 30, such
as by sewing, riveting, gluing, or other known attachment
arrangements. The extruded plastic member 52 may be pro-
vided with a hook portion 54 to interferingly mate with a
flexible locking feature 56 provided on the top 24 and/or
bottom 26 rigid housing structures. For example, shown in
FIG. 6 1s an embodiment where the top rigid housing structure
24 1s provided with the flexible locking feature 56 on a lock-
ing member 57 to which the hook portion 34 1s interferingly
mated after the extruded plastic member 52 has been pushed
up past the flexible locking feature to provide the locking
engagement. In an embodiment, the snap attachment mecha-
nism 46 provides a substantially air tight seal between the
wall structure 30 and the top 24 and/or bottom 26 rigid hous-
ing structures. The bottom structure 26 may also be provided
with such a locking member 57, as shown in FIG. 11. The
locking members 37 in e1ther or both of the top 24 and bottom
26 structures are preferably located 1n a recessed position
such that the top 48 and bottom 50 of the wall structure 30 1s
hidden from view once the wall structure 1s attached to either
or both of the top and bottom structures.
In an embodiment, the wall structure 30 includes a passage
58 for recerving and guiding electrical wires along the height
H of the wall structure 30. The passage 58 may be formed by
having an additional length of flexible wall material attached,
such as by sewing, gluing, heat welding, etc., to the wall
structure 30. This passage will accommodate wires which
extend between the top 24 and bottom 26 rigid housing struc-
tures, particularly where an electrical power connector 60 1s
provided at the bottom structure 26 and the control 44 1s
located 1n the top structure 24.

In an embodiment, at least one of the top 24 and bottom 26
rigid housing structures includes a space 62 (FIG. 11) sized
suificiently large to receive the wall structure 30 of the enclo-
sure 20 1n a collapsed form. This allows the entire wall struc-
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ture 30 to be collapsed into either or both of the top 24 and/or
bottom 26 rigid housing structures, such as shown in FIGS.
8-10. In such an embodiment, the refresher appliance 22 may
be stored and/or transported 1n a compact form between uses.
The top 24 and bottom 26 housing structures may be provided
with one or more mating latching structures 64 to secure the
tip and bottom structures together when the refresher appli-
ance 22 1s 1n the collapsed condition. A manually graspable
handle 66 may be provided on the top structure 24 to assist in
the expansion of the refresher appliance 22 and 1ts wall struc-
ture 30 when the appliance i1s being transformed into the
expanded condition.

A pivotable and telescopically expandable frame element
68 may be provided on the bottom structure 26 which can be
moved 1nto position and extended 1nto a supporting height to
engage with the top structure 24 to hold the wall structure 30
1n 1ts expanded condition to permit use of the appliance. Other
arrangements ol frame elements 68 may be utilized, such as
fixed length, folding or stacking elements, and the frame
clements may be attached differently, such as by snap con-
nections, interference connections, permanent connections,
etc. to one or the other, or both of the top 24 and bottom 26
structures. Also, more than one frame element 68 may be used
with the appliance 22.

The clothes refresher appliance 22 1s also provided with
other conventional elements such as a motor driven air mov-
ing device 70, a reservoir 71 for holding a fluid to be dis-
pensed within the enclosure 30, and various filters and air
flow directors 72 1n a conventional manner as components of
a relreshing mechanism. The control 44 1s used to operate the
clothes refresher appliance 22 in a clothes refreshing cycle
and to control various components of the appliance such as
the air moving device 70 and any controlled dispensers that
may be provided in the appliance. The position detecting
mechanism 38 may be used to disable the control 44, and
other similar devices may be provided, such as 1n connection
with the frame element 68 to assure that the wall structure 30
1s 1n i1ts expanded condition before the control 44 1s enabled.

In an embodiment of the mvention, a method 1s provided
for operating a clothes refresher appliance 22 having a
refreshing mechanism and an flexible enclosure 30 secured to
a top member 24 comprising the steps of expanding the flex-
ible enclosure structure by lifting the top member to a raised
position, introducing a garment 1nto an interior of the enclo-
sure structure through an opening 34 1n the enclosure struc-
ture, closing the opening 1n the enclosure structure, operating,
the refreshing mechanism, opening the opening in the enclo-
sure structure, removing the garment from the enclosure, and
collapsing the flexible enclosure structure by lowering the top
member to a lowered position.

As 1s apparent from the foregoing specification, the imven-
tion 1s susceptible of being embodied with various alterations
and modifications which may differ particularly from those
that have been described in the preceding specification and
description. It should be understood that we wish to embody
within the scope of the patent warranted hereon all such
modifications as reasonably and properly come within the
scope of our contribution to the art.

The embodiments of the imvention i which an exclusive
property or privilege 1s claimed are defined as follows:

1. A garment treating appliance having an expandable and
collapsible enclosure, comprising:

a top rigid housing structure and a bottom rigid housing

structure,

a wall structure extending from the bottom rigid housing

structure to the top rnigid housing structure, said wall
structure comprising a tlexible material,
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6

an opening 1n said wall structure through which garments
can be introduced 1nto or removed from said enclosure,

an eclectrically powered air moving device positioned
inside of the bottom rigid housing structure,

a ductwork member 1n the bottom rigid housing structure
carrying said air moving device and having a {irst open-
ing through which air 1s drawn by said air moving device
from an interior of said wall structure and a second
opening spaced away from said first opening through
which air 1s directed 1nto said interior of said wall struc-
ture,

a separate plate positioned above the ductwork member 1n
the bottom rigid housing structure and having a first
opening positioned 1n alignment with and above the first
opening in the ductwork member and the air moving
device and a second opening positioned 1n alignment
with and above the second opeming in the ductwork
member.

2. A garment treating appliance according to claim 1, and

turther including

a plurality of non-rolling feet positioned below the bottom
rigid housing structure to elevate the bottom rigid hous-
ing structure above a support surface, an outer contour of
the feet having curved portions.

3. A garment treating appliance according to claim 2

including a grid covering for each of the openings 1n the plate.

4. A garment treating appliance according to claim 3,

wherein the grid coverings comprise air flow directors.

5. A garment treating appliance according to claim 1

including a grid covering for each of the openings in the plate.

6. A garment treating appliance according to claim 3,

wherein the grid coverings comprise air flow directors.

7. A garment treating appliance having an expandable and

collapsible enclosure, comprising:

a top rigid housing structure having a bottom edge and a
bottom rigid housing structure having a top edge which
matingly engages with the bottom edge of the top rigid
housing structure 1n a collapsed condition of the enclo-
sure, the top rigid housing structure and the bottom rigid
housing structure each having an outer contour with
curved portions,

a wall structure extending from the bottom rigid housing
structure to the top ngid housing structure 1n an
expanded condition of the enclosure, the wall structure
comprising a flexible material,

an opening 1n said wall structure through which garments
can be introduced into or removed from the enclosure,

a pair of locking members extending around a circumier-
ence of said wall structure, at a top end and a bottom end
thereol, to engage said wall structure and hold said wall
structure relative to the top rigid housing structure and
the bottom rigid housing structure, respectively,

a telescopically expandable frame element extending
between the bottom rigid housing structure and the top
rigid housing structure to hold the wall structure 1n the
expanded condition,

an electrically powered air moving device positioned
inside of the bottom rigid housing structure,

a ductwork member 1n the bottom rigid housing structure
carrying said air moving device and having a {irst open-
ing through which air 1s drawn by said air moving device
from an interior of said wall structure and a second
opening spaced away from said first opening through
which air 1s directed into an interior of said wall struc-
ture,

a plate positioned above the ductwork 1n the bottom rigid
housing structure to 1solate the ductwork member from
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said enclosure and having a first opening 1n said plate
between said ductwork member and said enclosure posi-
tioned 1n alignment with and above the first opening in
the ductwork member and the air moving device and a
second, smaller opening 1n said plate between said duct- 5
work member and said enclosure positioned 1n align-
ment with and above the second opening in the ductwork
member,
an electrical power cord connected to supply electricity to
the electrically powered air moving device, the electrical 10
power cord extending to the exterior of the bottom rigid
housing structure at a point below the top edge, such that
the power cord will remain on the exterior of the top and
bottom rigid structures when the enclosure i1s 1n the
collapsed condition and the top and bottom rigid hous- 15
ing structures are 1n a mated position, and a plurality of
non-rolling feet positioned below the bottom rigid hous-
ing structure to elevate the bottom rigid housing struc-
ture above a support surface, an outer contour of the feet
having curved portions. 20
8. A garment treating appliance according to claim 7
including a grid covering for each of the openings in the plate.
9. A garment treating appliance according to claim 8,
wherein the grid coverings comprise air flow directors.
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